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For Abdel, whose book this is




1 TIZIANE ANTI-ATLAS MOUNTAINS OF MOROCCO June 1939

Even though many things had changed, some things never changed. Hamou Badi walked along the alley, past the sacks of couscous and flour, dried mussels, almonds, chickpeas and lentils that the tradesmen weighed out in their big brass balances, past the hammam with its chimney streaming woodsmoke into the clear blue sky, past the knot of gossiping black-robed women, and all the way, the scents and smells of the village chased him and wrapped him in their familiarity. His younger cousin Moha trailed him, the milk churn bumping against his leg.

They were on their way to fetch the milk from Taba Tôt at the farm. This was Hamou’s task most mornings, one he never relished, for Taba Tôt scared the living daylights out of him. Today was worse than usual because of Moha’s constant string of irritating questions.

‘Why does everyone ride donkeys here? Don’t you have any cars?’

‘Why are there so many dogs running around? Doesn’t anyone own them?’

‘Can’t we just go to a shop for our milk like normal people?’

Hamou had given up answering with anything more than a grunt because no matter how many questions he answered there were always more. He turned on Moha now. ‘Look, just shut up, all right? If you chatter on at Taba Tôt she’ll put the evil eye on you and probably on me as well.’

Moha laughed. ‘The evil eye! You’ll be telling me she commands djinns next.’

Hamou reddened. Of course Taba Tôt communed with djinns, everyone knew that.

The great house rose up before them like a cliff, arrow-slit windows in its walls of rosy pisé, an iron-studded door wide enough to give entrance to two horsemen riding abreast, crenellations around its roof: a miniature kasbah. The queue for the milk from the farm attached to the great house already reached back around the corner.

Hamou let out an exasperated sigh. If he hadn’t been saddled with his slow-legged cousin, a city boy raised in far-off Casablanca, he’d already have been on his way home, milk and all. Now he would have to endure not only the long queue and Taba Tôt’s rising temper, but also his mother’s impatience at having to wait for the milk. He did try, from the lofty heights of his eleven years, to feel charitably towards the younger boy – after all, it couldn’t be easy being eight years old with his mother so sick that he’d been sent off on a seven-hundred-kilometre bus ride all alone from Casablanca to Marrakech, from Marrakech to Agadir to Tiznit, then up through the mountains here to Tiziane, a world away from everything and everyone he knew – but there was something about Moha that drove deep any charitable instincts he might have had. It wasn’t just the incessant questions or his slowness that roused his fury but the younger boy’s refusal to defer to him in anything. He’d even had the gall to mock Hamou’s djellaba this morning. ‘You’re going out in that raggedy thing?’

Hamou had looked down at his striped camel-wool robe, bewildered. It was what most people wore here. Certainly, it wasn’t new – it had been passed down from his older brothers as they grew out of it, and maybe to them by his father, and to his father by his grandfather – but that just meant it was of good quality, to last so long. But now Moha had mentioned it he had started to notice details: moth holes; frayed cuffs; dirt along the hem; and always the distinct aroma of the original animal of which he had believed only he was aware. Moha wore a plain navy djellaba over his Casa street clothes, including a pair of smart lace-up shoes rather than the yellow leather babouches typically worn here. Hamou took satisfaction from the despoliation of these shoes – a day and a half of Tiziane dust had already taken a toll.

They joined the back of the queue behind Anir Oulhaj and Iza Moussaoui. The girl turned to regard them with interest. ‘Who’s this, Hamou?’

Hamou raised a shoulder dismissively. ‘My little cousin Moha.’

Iza grinned at Moha. ‘Isn’t he cute?’

‘Not really,’ said Hamou.

‘Where are you from?’ Iza asked Moha. ‘The valley? One of the mountain villages?’

Moha bridled. ‘I’m not a yokel. I’m from Casa.’

Now it was Anir’s turn to be curious. ‘Have you seen USM play?’

‘What’s USM?’

‘Union Sportive Casa – the football club,’ Hamou said in disbelief. ‘Everyone knows that.’

‘I don’t like football.’

‘You can’t be serious!’ The boys regarded Moha as if he was of another species. Football was everything!

But Iza’s grin widened. ‘What do you like, Moha?’

‘School,’ Moha declared after brief consideration. ‘I like school.’

The queue shuffled forward as the boys digested this. School meant interminable hours of Qur’anic verses copied out on their wooden tablets, learning passages by rote, getting whacked by Sidi Belqassim’s stick for writing with your left hand. ‘School? Who likes school? No one likes school.’

‘I do. I’m going to run a company, like Papa.’ He used the French word rather than the local word ‘baab’. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Me?’ Anir had never given it a thought. Then he grinned. ‘I’m going to be a public assassin, like Slimane Chafari.’

Moha stared at him. ‘There’s no such thing.’

‘Is so. Isn’t there, Hamou?’

Hamou nodded. Chafari was a figure of local legend, a rebel and freedom fighter. ‘He gets paid for killing people,’ he told his cousin cheerfully. He paused. ‘Perhaps I’ll save up and get him to kill you.’

Iza and Anir laughed loudly, but Moha frowned.

‘Anyway,’ Anir said, ‘who wants to run a company? Sitting on your arse in an office isn’t a job for a free man.’ The very word for their people – the Amazigh – meant ‘free men’. It was what defined them as a race, distinct from the Arabs, and of course from the French occupiers. It was the first principle they learned.

Now it was Moha’s turn to laugh. ‘Free? You Berbers are funny. Look around.’

A pair of uniformed men were coming down the street, kepis on their heads, rifles slung over the back of their khaki jackets, ammunition belts bulging. Hamou glanced towards the soldiers, then away. ‘So?’

‘So, you’d better get used to not being “free men”. That’s all in the past.’

Anir squared his shoulders. ‘We will never give in to the French. The nationalists will see them off.’ Anir’s uncles had left the region to join up with Bennacer ou Saïd’s forces in the High Atlas, launching raids on the French in Marrakech.

As for Moha, Hamou thought he had a nerve thinking he was any better than the Amazigh: his mother was Hamou’s father’s sister!

When the soldiers approached, Hamou and Anir studied the ground. It didn’t do to attract attention. Even though the policy was to govern with a light hand, some individuals liked to throw their weight around.

‘Bonjour, messieurs!’ Moha piped up.

‘Shut up, you idiot!’ Hamou hissed, but it was too late: the soldiers were coming over.

‘What’s your name?’

You never gave them your name. Hamou quickly trod on his cousin’s smart shoe.

‘Ow! Moha bin Salim, monsieur.’

The soldier ruffled his hair. ‘What impeccable manners. Setting an example to the rest of these ruffians, eh?’ He reached into his pocket and drew out a sweet, which he gave to Moha. ‘You see?’ he said to Hamou and Anir. ‘If you’re nice to us, we’ll be nice to you.’ The pair moved on.

Hamou and Anir exchanged dark glances. Moha put down the milk churn, unwrapped his bonbon and sucked loudly on it for the whole time it took them to reach the gate.

The smell of the farm assailed Hamou long before he came to it: cow dung and chicken shit, but also fresh bread and the hot stones in the clay oven in which it was baked, the pungent lanolin scent of the sheep, and the spicy soup kept simmering all day in the firepot to feed the workers. And closer still, the scent of Taba Tôt herself, a wave of musk and incense and orange blossom. Wholesome enough, but underlain by the smell of blood: it was said that Taba Tôt carried out the practice of butchering the farm’s livestock.

The complex aromas made Hamou’s innards turn over, remembering the pinches on his arms, the clips around the head, the painful pokes in the ribs Taba Tôt had given him over the years. She took a particular interest in him, one he didn’t understand. Even as he had grown taller and stronger, she seemed to get no less massy or terrifying, which must be further evidence of the magic she wielded.

There she was now, in front of the big iron-bound door of the house’s strongroom – ladling milk out of the copper vat into the pail of Fatima bent Habiba, whose thin little arm shook as she tried to hold the bucket steady under its growing weight. When the housekeeper straightened from her task you could take in the full size of her – as big as a bull, encased in an embroidered black robe pinned with a jewelled fibula. Strands of amber beads, each as large as a baby’s fist, garlanded her neck and five massive iron keys lay upon her chest as a symbol of her power and authority.

Taba Tôt was the stuff of shared nightmares for all the village children, who told tale after tale of her butcheries and also of her occasional disorientating kindnesses. But Moha just gazed at her in wonder, without a trace of fear, which won him a degree of grudging respect from Hamou.

‘Yalla!’ she boomed. ‘Come on!’

It was as if the stones of the house itself had spoken. She took a step towards the next child and chickens flurried out of her way, trying to avoid being turned into escalopes by those huge feet in their garish red booties.

Hamou watched the child answer the summons smartly, running up the path to pay his respects and have his milk churn filled. Then it was Anir’s turn. Anir, in his haste to obey Taba Tôt’s summons, failed to see a fat brown hen, got his feet caught up with it and hit the ground with an ill-considered curse. The hen tottered off in a zigzag run, shedding feathers. At once Taba Tôt was upon him, belabouring his shoulders and back with the ladle, her silver bracelets rattling on her wrists with every strike. She had never liked Anir, who had a tendency to answer back, and to make such an error was a gift to her temper. Anir, who revered the brave Amazigh warriors in the tales, tried to take his punishment like a man, but by the time he came back, Hamou could see the tearstains on his cheeks. He said nothing, but Moha stared.

Now it was Iza’s turn. She kept her head down, kissed Taba Tôt’s hand, waited patiently till her pail was full, then walked carefully with it back to the gate.

Hamou’s heart started to race. ‘Give me the churn,’ he said brusquely to Moha. ‘You can wait here.’

But Moha’s knuckles whitened on the wooden handle. ‘I want to meet Taba Tôt.’

There was no time for argument; the housekeeper was beckoning impatiently.

‘Good luck,’ Iza whispered in passing. ‘She’s in a rotten mood.’

‘Who is this young person?’ Taba Tôt demanded without a word of greeting or any of the niceties that were customary in Tiziane, where, by the time you left anyone you’d randomly encountered in the street, you’d be fully apprised of the well-being of every member of their family, down to their sheep and chickens.

Hamou opened his mouth to reply, but he was too slow. Moha was already gabbling about being called Mohamed really and visiting from Casablanca to stay with his cousins because his mother was ill and was complimenting her on the heaps of jewellery she wore. Taba Tôt preened, then patted Moha’s head. ‘You could learn a lot about manners from this one,’ she said, addressing Hamou.

Hamou glared at Moha as the housekeeper turned to fill up the churn, but Moha just smiled.

‘And how is your esteemed mother, Lalla Saïda?’ Taba Tôt enquired.

‘She’s well, alhamdullilah,’ Hamou replied formally, but once more Moha cut in.

‘She isn’t well, really. She was complaining about her hands aching and kept rubbing her joints.’

Taba Tôt’s bloodshot eyes bulged as if the upwelling of thoughts behind them was exerting physical pressure. ‘Are her knuckles swollen?’

‘Yes, and a bit red,’ said Moha.

Hamou felt irrational fury. She was his mother, not a subject for public discussion. ‘Yam’mi’s waiting for the milk. Let’s go,’ he said roughly to Moha.

Taba Tôt’s big hand grabbed his shoulder as he turned to leave. He could feel the meaty weight of it, the power in her fingers, and smell the heart-stopping whiff of her animal-scent. He stopped dead. ‘Wait here,’ she rumbled. ‘Do not move a muscle.’ She swayed with slow grace back to the storeroom and disappeared inside.

‘Now we’re going to be even later,’ Hamou groaned. ‘Why couldn’t you keep your mouth shut?’

But his cousin assumed the serene expression of the righteous and said nothing.

At last, Taba Tôt shuffled back outside, stopping to exchange words with a tall, thin man dressed top to toe in sun-faded black cotton, with a long, forked mattock balanced on his shoulder. It was Taba Tôt’s husband, Da Bassim the gardener, with whom Hamou and his gang had tangled on various occasions after ravaging the grapevines. Hamou looked away, not wanting to attract his attention, especially while he was carrying that wicked-looking implement. Impatient faces regarded him accusingly from the queue: this delay was making all of them late.

Taba Tôt’s shadow fell over him. She carried a small clay pot, but when Hamou reached out to take it, she held on to his hand and did not let go. ‘You will carry the milk,’ she decreed severely. ‘This child is not your servant.’

As she turned her head to address Moha, sunlight flashed on the slave rings she wore in her long ears. She pressed the little jar into the boy’s hands. ‘This is for Lalla Saïda,’ she told him. ‘Tell her Taba Tôt says to rub it into her hands morning and night. A little lavender oil will make it smell better.’

‘Yes, madame.’ Moha offered her the French honorific and her grin widened so that you could almost see the pretty girl she might once have been.

Now Taba Tôt turned her attention back to Hamou, turning over the hand she held on to. She scrutinised his palm and traced the perfect horizontal line that ran across the centre from one side to the other. ‘Our little zouhry,’ she said quietly.

It was a word Hamou had heard whispered before, from his mother, from his aunts. He didn’t really know what it meant, only that up to last year, when he had turned ten, his mother had kept him beside her far more than he would have liked, saying he must be careful, not talk to strangers, not wander far, and always wear mittens, even in the summer. On his tenth birthday, she had given thanks to God for preserving him. ‘Now you are truly mine,’ she had said. ‘Now you are safe.’

‘You have the luck. You have baraka,’ Taba Tôt said. ‘It makes you strong, it makes you a good person. Honour your mother and your father, for she is a fine woman, and he is a brave man, and they and the djinns made you as you are.’

Hamou frowned. His father was a trader, gone almost all the time. It was hard to consider him brave, though desert travel was hard and no doubt dangerous.

Taba Tôt leaned closer. ‘They do say a zouhry is always able to find treasure in the world.’ She grinned, showing the wide gap between her front teeth. ‘Now, run along with your little cousin. Be kind to him and try to listen to the good angel on your shoulder and not the devil.’ At last, she released him.

Hamou resisted the voice of the good angel. He jammed the lid onto the churn with more violence than was required, then turned to go.

‘We’ll have to take a shortcut,’ he told the boy, walking out onto the street with exaggerated speed. ‘So just keep up, right?’

Instead of returning along the alley that led back the easier, longer way they had come, through the centre of the village, past the hammam, the stalls and the market square and the bridge, he headed towards the river and the palm grove. The river was filled with water only in the rainy season. At this time of year, it was as dry as dust, though further up towards the plateau there were still pools where the women could do the laundry. In spring, the air would be loud with the croaking of frogs and feral dogs would stand on rocks in the middle of the flow to snatch them out of the running water.

Hamou wriggled through the gap in the orchard wall, knowing that Da Bassim was safely engaged at the farm, and made his way quickly between the orange trees, their orbs of fruit hanging like bright jewels amongst the dark, glossy leaves. Usually, he would stop to scrump a few, but there was no time for that now. He turned and beckoned Moha to catch up: the boy was staring around, large-eyed, as if he had no idea where fruit came from.

Hamou threaded between the grapevines he and his friends often raided, till he reached the far side of the orchard where the fig trees grew. Here, you could wedge yourself between the fig tree and the wall to make an easy ascent. Hefting the churn onto his shoulder and then to a ledge near the top of the wall, Hamou climbed up nimbly. Astride the sun-warmed stones, he retrieved the churn, then reached a hand down to his young cousin, who was staring up uncertainly.

‘Haven’t you ever climbed a wall before?’

Moha shook his head.

‘What on earth do you do all day in the city?’

Moha took his hand and scrabbled inelegantly with his slippery modern shoes till he reached the top of the wall. ‘What I’m told, mostly.’ He looked gloomily down at the scratches and dust now marring his footwear.

Life in Casa sounded unbearably dull to Hamou. He climbed down the other side and rocked the churn off its perch and into his arms. ‘Oof!’ He left Moha to make his own way down: if he couldn’t jump off a wall, what hope was there for him?

Striking out towards the oued, he made a beeline for home, only a few hundred yards away from here, across the dry riverbed, through the palm grove, and over the road that led in from the valley. He knew Moha would have difficulty negotiating the rocky sides, but the sun was beating down and he was hot and irritable, the handle was digging into his hand, his arms ached, and he could just imagine the tongue-lashing he was going to get when he finally made it back to the house.

Behind him, he heard the thud of the boy jumping down from the wall and the scuff of his feet in the dust on the other side. Hamou headed for the point in the oued which offered an easier descent, wrestled the milk churn through the notch with him and padded through the deep drift of sand and fallen palm branches lining the riverbed.

The other side was trickier, but by now he just didn’t care whether Moha managed to follow him or not. No one ever really got lost in Tiziane – everyone knew everyone else, and a stray child would soon be located and returned to safety.

Even, he thought with a sudden shot of discomfort, by a French soldier. He imagined his mother’s fury if a uniformed man knocked at the door of the family house. No, that wouldn’t do at all. He turned back to look for his cousin, but the boy was nowhere to be seen. He called out his name. No reply. Overhead, a crow gave out a cry and took off with a rattle of feathers.

Hamou set the milk churn against the bole of a tree and ran along the bank until at last he spotted a flash of colour down in the riverbed. He ran towards it, but even before he got there he could see – and smell – that whatever it was, it was not his cousin Moha.

There he was, standing at the lip of the oued, staring down uncertainly. Hamou sighed. Did the boy not know how to jump? ‘Come on, I’ll catch you.’

His cousin havered, then launched himself with more power than Hamou had been expecting, bowling him over. Moha got up and carefully dusted down his clothes, then turned around.

‘What are you doing?’

Hamou had crawled to the bank and was investigating something caught up in the roots of the palm trees there. The flash of colour turned out to be a bundle of cloth that appeared to have been stuffed in under the bank. He wondered what could be inside it. Had someone wrapped valuable items inside the cloth and buried it there? Perhaps Taba Tôt was right: perhaps he did have a gift for finding treasure! He pulled a piece of the cloth away and a scorpion scuttled into the sunlight, its feet whisking across the sand, pincers raised in angry defence.

He barely noticed it, for he had realised something bigger and more important, and the understanding of this swelled in his throat and chest.

The bundle was not treasure.

In a catastrophic tumble of cloth and dry earth, the rags and their contents fell from their resting place onto the floor of the dry riverbed, sending up a cloud of dust. When it settled, Hamou glimpsed a ghastly face, and he turned away to retch.

It was the first time he had ever seen a corpse.

But it would not be the last.




2 CASABLANCA, MOROCCO April 1955

Hamou Badi watched the big black Citröen bump its way out of the dirt road and cruise slowly past him to the junction, where it turned onto the Boulevard Mazagan, its headlights carving twin channels through the thick night air. He wondered what business the occupants of such a vehicle should have in the poor backstreets of the Derb Ghrallef, though he had his suspicions. Continuing along the Rue Géricault, he stopped at the stall on the corner to purchase five Anfas, his small and only luxury, and stashed them carefully away in his jacket pocket to smoke later. Crossing the next alley, he disturbed a pair of cats squaring up to one another with backs arched and teeth bared, their weird eyes reflecting the moonlight like the headlights of the French car. So intent were they on their private war that they barely registered his presence. At night, the city belonged to them: humans had no place here. He walked on.

‘Good evening, Hamou Badi.’

Hamou looked down. ‘Oh, hello, Didi.’

The young man squatted with his back against the wall, his withered arm balanced on top of the blanket that swathed his knees, palm up – a shockingly pale pink – as a silent prompt. Quashing a brief spasm of regret, Hamou took out two of the five cigarettes and placed them on the upturned palm.

Didi’s grin gleamed white in the darkness. ‘Shokran, sidi!’

Hamou could see from here that there was a single light on at the house in which he rented his room, up on the second floor. It was late: most of the occupants would be settling down for the night or already asleep. With a wave to the beggar, he walked quickly on and tried to open the front door. As usual, the key stuck in the faulty lock. Tempting though it might be to swear or rattle the door, he patiently withdrew the key, then replaced it, jiggling it till he felt it slide home. The hinges squealed, but still he made the effort to close the iron door behind him as quietly as he could, guiding it with the flat of his hand, went softly up the stairs and let himself into his small apartment at the top of the building. The flick of a switch filled the bare room with light as stark as a shout. Even after all these years in the city, Hamou found himself marvelling at the miracle of electricity. Back in Tiziane, only French houses boasted such amenities.

Hamou took the cigarettes from his pocket and placed them on the table, then lit the little butane stove and put the kettle on to make tea. While he waited for it to boil, he removed his uniform jacket, smoothed the fabric, rebuttoned it so that it would hang properly, and returned it to the wardrobe. Despite the heat during the day and the mugginess of the evening, his shirt would do for another day, he decided. Stripping off the rest of his clothing, he poured a little of the warmed water into a bowl and washed himself, his movements as neat as those of the prowling cats.

He was just pulling a cotton djellaba over his head when he heard a quiet metallic scrape against the floor outside his door. His ears quested after the sounds, heart rate quickening; then came the sound of retreating footsteps, and he breathed out.

Opening the door, he looked out into the darkness. At his feet lay a tray covered with a chequered tea-cloth which did little to muffle aromas that made his treacherous stomach rumble. He retrieved the tray, feeling both pleased and guilty. His neighbour’s food was always perfectly spiced and richly sauced but with every mouthful he would be reminded of his mother’s warning:

‘Watch out for those Arab women, my son. They’ll be dying to get their claws into you, to drag you in for their daughters like mountain lions bringing down a gazelle for their cubs.’ His mother had a colourful turn of phrase. ‘Don’t get yourself into awkward situations, you hear me? Let them lay obligations upon you and they’ll have you. I know their schemes!’ He knew she knew their schemes, for they were her own. Despite his mother’s warnings, he was already obliged to the Chadlis. And hungry. He set the tray down, made a pot of mint tea and settled himself at the table. The cloth hid a clay tajine, a small round loaf and a slice of iced cake. When he lifted the lid of the cooking pot, he was overcome by a cloud of fragrant steam freighted with the scents of preserved lemon, garlic, saffron and chicken, and his mouth ran with water.

Before long, he had scraped every sliver of caramelised onion from the base of the tajine, pressed every crumb of bread and then cake with a finger and licked it clean. Replete, his being teetered on the edge of perfect happiness that could be completed only by smoking a cigarette on the roof terrace.

Putting off that final treat, he washed the tajine and the plate, wiped and dried them and the tray, folded the cloth, and padded down to his neighbour’s door, laying them down beside the neat row of outdoor shoes that indicated the family was at home. The shoes were clean, but cheap: Rachid Chadli was a carpenter, with a family to support. Again, Hamou felt guilt tug at him.

Returning to his room, he poured himself a glass of mint tea, retrieved his cigarettes and matches and slipped up to the roof terrace, a space that during the day was the realm of women, but was neutral territory after dark.

Leaning on the parapet, he gazed out into the Casablanca night, feeling the cooling air caress his skin, listening to the distant howl of dogs. Tiny pinprick lights in the darkness picked out the extent of the bidonville, the shantytown in the wasteland to the south. The man who had owned this big parcel of land in the Derb Ghrallef had encouraged Moroccans to come and live here, to build whatever structures and homes they could afford. The French had tried to construct a wide road through the middle of the land, but each night the Moroccan homes crept over it a little more, a few centimetres of concrete block here, a few iron stakes there, until the road was obliterated, and the French gave up the project as a bad job, just as a farmer abandons the wildest corner of a field as not being worth the effort. Now there was barely a metre of unoccupied space, and where there was, chickens pecked and scratched and scrawny goats and sheep roamed, foraging through the rubbish for scraps. Hamou preferred these anarchic spaces to the regimented cleanliness of the French quarters, with their manicured parks and wide boulevards. They reminded him of Tiziane, before his father died and he’d come to Casa to earn money to send home to his family.

If you’d told the eleven-year-old Hamou that within a few years he’d be living in Casablanca, fostered by his cousin Moha’s family, sent to a French school to learn to read and write and calculate, and then be training to join the French-run police service, he’d have been aghast. He was Hamou Badi – gangleader, fruit-stealer, unhobbler of donkeys, catapult-maker and general promoter of chaos – and he resented the French who occupied his country with a passion. And now here he was, paid to keep order for the very regime he had so disliked. French money was sent home to his mother; French money paid for his rent, his cigarettes, his visits to the cinema; for his tea, his food, his clothes, his newspapers and his radio: everything that made life worth living.

Despite this, his decision to join the police service had a kind of logic to it, ever since he had come upon the body of that poor woman bundled in under the dry riverbank. No one had ever found out who had killed her and hidden her body. He had found it hard to comprehend that such a terrible crime – the murder of another human being – could go unpunished. The idea that the killer was still walking the earth, free to laugh with his friends, eat his Friday couscous, maybe even kill again, was inexplicable. And so, when given the choice between the civil service and the Sûreté, he had chosen the latter. To make an imperfect world a little better, act by act. To listen to the good angel on his shoulder. Or that was what he had then, in his naivety, believed. Now, he was less sure. Right and wrong blurred into one another, or changed places altogether, depending on your perspective, and the paths you took through life, which you thought were clear and true, turned out to be winding and treacherous.

Hamou took out one of the remaining Anfas, lit it, took a deep draw that made the tip glow like a firefly, and pondered the ways of the world.

How could it be right that Didi should be forced to live on the street with just a blanket to his name, or that so many people had to live squeezed together in flimsy shacks made from banged-together squares of old oil drums, under roofs of corrugated iron, which were like ovens by day and cold as caves by night, eking out a pittance in the sardine factories at the docks, while barely a mile away the French lived in fancy white buildings, drove gleaming limousines and made fortunes out of the resources they dug out of someone else’s country?

He took another drag on the cigarette, feeling the familiar acrid vapour scorch his windpipe, and blew the smoke out into the night air, where it hazed the scene before him like a filmy curtain. Of course, modern life was not straightforward. Today, he had paid out of his own pocket for a petit taxi to take a boy with an ankle he had broken playing football in the street to get it attended to at the hospital, as well as the sum he’d need to pay the doctors. It would leave Hamou short till he was paid, but it was worth it to know the lad wouldn’t end up begging on crutches for the rest of his life: it was not so long ago he too had been barefoot and kicking a rag-and-string football around. Back at the commissariat central, he’d had to fill in form after form to process a man charged with distributing anti-colonial propaganda, while the defendant had glared accusingly at him from beneath bushy white eyebrows that reminded him of his grandfather. No, life was not simple.

Hamou turned his thoughts to Zina, the young woman who lived downstairs: Samira and Rachid’s eldest daughter who worked as a nurse at the local hospital. He had not seen her for a couple of days because of the change in his shift pattern and it had cast a pall over him. There was something about the sharpness of her regard and the grace of her movements that lifted his heart. That was all it was, he told himself, the appreciation of natural beauty, as you might appreciate the scent and form of a perfect rose, without any intent to pick it.

He finished his cigarette, managed not to light a second one, stubbed it out on the parapet, brushed the soot away, and took the butt downstairs with him so as to leave no trace behind.
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Hamou slept through the call to prayer, but that was not unusual; working shifts upset the natural rhythms of life. He had writhed and dreamed, woken, fallen back to sleep at dawn, and had woken again sharply some hours later in panic, sure he was late for work. Then he remembered that he was not on duty again until the afternoon and the adrenalin receded, leaving him feeling weak, and then ravenous.

He decided to make his way to Nabil’s café in the Maarif, then on to the market to buy supplies. He couldn’t go on being fed by the carpenter’s wife. And on his way out, he should knock on their door and say thank you for last night’s tajine and explain that his shifts were all over the place this week and so it would be best that he fend for himself. Even this was cowardly. A stronger man would say briskly, Now look here, Lalla Chadli, I can’t go on taking advantage of your kindness. Please don’t prepare any more meals for me. No, I won’t discuss it further: you have already been far too kind. Yes, that was what he should say, what he would say.

But as he crept down the stairs, he found himself quickening his pace as he passed the Chadlis’ door, telling himself that he would formulate a better response, after fortifying myself with breakfast and strong coffee, and returning with my groceries, may God be my witness.

Rather than walk up the Boulevard Mazagan, with its many lanes of traffic, he crossed deeper into the local quartier and took one of the smaller streets. He liked to see real people living real lives: women coming out at the sound of the Javel man’s musical bicycle horn to buy their litres of bleach; boys running home from the bakery with warm loaves hugged to their chests; carpenters sawing and hammering and covering the alleys with wood-dust and shavings; the old man on the corner making running repairs to bicycles and scooters.

Taking the Rue de Cluny, he came out onto the Mazagan, a dividing line between Africa and Europe, an interzone where ancient and modern, poor and rich, Muslim and Christian, met and mingled, and waited his moment between the streams of buses and cars, petit taxis, bikes and donkey carts, before running to the central island and waiting to complete the crossing. Already the sun was hot on the top of his head, the shadows on the ground sharp and black. The air was full of diesel and dust, and, as he started to cross, dodging a cart piled high with crates of oranges, a flight of pigeons burst up from a roof opposite as if alarmed by the sound of a shot no one else could hear.

Hamou made for the Rue de Jura, quieter now than it would be later in the day, when the crowds turned out to eat, to drink and to promenade in their best clothes, or to go to one of the three cinemas there. What a revelation such places had been to him when he’d first moved to Casa. He’d hardly been able to drag his eyes away from the French women in their flared skirts and high heels, their graceful, silk-stockinged calves, and the nipped-in waists that accentuated the shape of their bodies, instead of swathing and obscuring them like the modest black tamelhafts women wore back home. He could hardly stop thinking about them amid the haze of their perfume. Women! They were so beautiful, sashaying down the street with their fashionable handbags over their arms, their scarlet smiles, the seductive anonymity of their sunglasses, their abundant hairstyles in brown and black and blonde, so brazenly displayed. He had watched them licking their ice creams like cats – neat and greedy, aware of his attention, enjoying their power over him. Thankfully, he was more used to them now, and where once his head had been turned, now his eyes skated over them: they were just foreigners, and not for him.

As a rookie, he had been posted here occasionally; it had been one of the easier beats to patrol and he had known most of the café and restaurant owners by name and had been happy to accept a coffee here, a cigarette there, a chat, even a full meal. But last year the French had deposed the sultan and exiled him first to Corsica and then to Madagascar – Madagascar of all places! – and the mood had changed, on both sides. The Moroccans were more hostile to his uniform and role; they no longer exchanged gossip with him or welcomed him inside, and, just as his mother had warned him about ‘Arab women’, his bosses warned him against accepting favours. Unless he could gain information that way, they added with a wink. But Hamou had no interest in informing on his own people: he was no chkam.

Nabil’s was an old-fashioned place tucked away on a side street. It was rare that foreigners came in here: they had their pick of the smarter, brighter establishments on the Jura, places that were neutral ground, where no one would stare at you or slap your cup down aggressively so that half the contents spilled. It lay in the shade in the mornings and the interior looked dark, half-asleep. Hamou pushed open the door and stepped inside, his eyes taking a few seconds to adjust to the change of light.

There was his cousin Moha in his usual corner. Moha shared a small apartment with one of his brothers above a shop just down the road and his family apartment was a few streets deeper into the quartier. His cousin was in conversation with a couple of other men, one of whom Hamou recognised as Omar Belhaj, who worked alongside him in the family import business. He was a plump fellow with a lugubrious appearance that could transform instantly into childish delight at scurrilous tales or terrible jokes. Hamou liked him: he was easy company. The other man had his back to him but turned when Hamou pulled out the spare chair beside him. There was a sudden, startled silence, then Moha leapt up and embraced him. ‘My cousin, Hamou Badi!’ he declared to the third man, whom he named as Ahmed Choukri.

Hamou held out a hand to the stranger, before realising he wasn’t fully a stranger. He knew his face from somewhere, they had met before, though he couldn’t quite place where, and the man gave no sign of knowing him.

‘As salaam aleikum,’ the man growled, his mouth hidden behind the dark briar of his beard.

The waiter brought coffee and water for Hamou, took his order for croissants and confiture and refilled the other men’s cups.

‘Aren’t you eating?’ Hamou enquired, taking in the table empty of plates, empty of everything but a half-full ashtray.

Omar waved a hand. ‘Already eaten. Though…’ He beckoned the waiter back and ordered two pains au chocolat. ‘Can’t let you eat alone.’

‘I don’t believe we’ve met, Hamou Badi,’ Ahmed said, as if saying this made it so. ‘What do you do?’

Hamou saw a pained expression cross his cousin’s face before Moha answered the question for him. ‘Hamou works for the Sûreté. Somebody’s got to, right?’

Hamou laughed, a little nervously. But Ahmed did not laugh. ‘Maybe you could be of use to us,’ he said thoughtfully.

‘I doubt it: I’m in a very lowly position,’ Hamou said. ‘Paperwork mainly.’

Ahmed said nothing, but Hamou felt his eyes on him as they talked.

The waiter returned with the patisserie and Hamou picked up one of the croissants and bit into the warm, buttery pastry with sensuous delight. One thing you could thank the French for, he thought, but did not say.

Moha turned the conversation to the subject of his father’s health and now Hamou felt guilty at not having asked before he started eating. ‘Cousin Yasmine came last night and rubbed his legs with that herbal stuff she makes – smells like shit, but he’s convinced it helps…’

And all at once, Hamou was back in Tiziane, watching Mimouna rubbing Taba Tôt’s foul-smelling ointment into his mother’s arthritic hands while his little sister Sofia moaned that the odour stung her nose.

‘You should get him to the hospital,’ he said to Moha. ‘They have proper doctors there.’

‘French doctors.’ Ahmed spat out the words. ‘They’re poisoning us all little by little with all their chemicals in the water, and their foreign medicines. Who knows what’s in that stuff? They’re plotting to weaken us so that we accept Ben Arafa as our sultan and stop making trouble.’

Hamou tried not to snort. Ahmed was one of those who saw conspiracy and nefarious plots everywhere, was he? Not everything the protectorate did was evil, even if removing the sultan was wrong and they kept order with a heavier hand than was sometimes necessary. ‘The chemicals in the water make it safer to drink,’ he pointed out quietly.

‘Besides,’ said Omar, ‘who knows what’s in Yasmine’s ointment? It wouldn’t surprise me if she boils up cats’ testicles and babies’ hands.’

Moha laughed. ‘Certainly smells like it.’ He pulled a packet out of the breast pocket of his djellaba and lit himself a cigarette before offering the packet around. Omar took one, but Hamou took out his Anfas.

‘Well, at least you smoke Moroccan,’ Ahmed said grimly. He tapped a finger on Moha’s Gitanes. ‘Putting money in French pockets, shame on you, brother.’

Moha blew nonchalant smoke rings into the air. ‘The French own all the tobacco companies. It’s just marketing.’

‘You should stop smoking altogether,’ Ahmed said fiercely. ‘It’s a political act.’

‘That’s what the Istiqlal say,’ Omar said, his plump mouth downturned. ‘They say it’s un-Islamic, or unhealthy, or something.’

The Istiqlal were the Independence Party. For years they’d concentrated on the political enlightenment and education of the common man, which was all very laudable, but since the sultan had been so recklessly deposed, their attitudes had hardened and now they were determined to make the French restore the sultan to his throne and force them into some form of power-sharing. Before things had got so heated, Hamou had gone to a couple of meetings and had even helped some of the lads with their reading, but the atmosphere was a lot more fervid now. There had been beatings in dark alleys, plots, murders of those suspected of spying for the French, even an assassination attempt on the life of the préfet, and the French had of course retaliated, sending squads of their special forces into the bidonvilles and backstreets, pulling suspected nationalists in for questioning, referring to them openly now as ‘terrorists’. Six had been executed only weeks before. It was turning into a bitter, underground civil war.

‘I advise you to be careful how you spend your money,’ Ahmed said. He turned his dark gaze upon Hamou. ‘And where you get that money from. Battle lines are being drawn up and soon you’ll have to decide which side you’re on. Better choose the right one or…’ He drew a finger across his throat, then got up, pushing back his chair so hard that its feet scraped on the tiled floor and heads all around the café turned. ‘See you later,’ he said meaningfully to Moha and Omar.

‘Sorry,’ Moha said after the café door closed again. ‘He can be intense, Ahmed, but he’s all right really. Comes from Salé, and you know what they’re like. He’s one of Hicham’s friends more than mine.’

Hicham was Moha’s youngest brother, a young firebrand of nineteen. Moha was twenty-three, Hamou twenty-six. It was funny, he thought, how that age difference no longer mattered, when as children it had seemed an unbridgeable gap. But everything had changed since then: he was a minor functionary in the police service, and Moha was a big wheel, practically running an international business – tea and cotton from Egypt, onions and dates from Algeria. The world had turned upside-down.

‘Wachha,’ Hamou said. ‘It’s OK. Takes all sorts, right?’

Omar grinned. ‘You’re a good fellow, Hamou Badi, whatever anyone else says.’

Hamou wasn’t sure how to take that. Were people other than Ahmed talking about him? Was he on someone’s list? A shiver ran down his spine.

He ran his errands in the market and took his purchases back to the apartment. But his courage failed him when it came to knocking on Samira Chadli’s door and asking her not to cook for him any longer. The encounter with the young nationalist had left him feeling out of sorts. He had to pull himself together and get himself to the commissariat to see what his duties were for the day.
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In the days running up to Ramadan, Hamou found himself walking the beat around Mers Sultan Nord. This largely Moroccan quarter lay beyond the big hospital and the affluent European area, which was full of smart restaurants, cafés and shops bordering onto the huge Mers Sultan roundabout, the convergence of a spiderweb of the city’s arterial roads.

The covered market just off the Rue de Londres was particularly busy during the day with housewives out buying cereal, spices, cones of sugar, dates, honey, flour, couscous, almonds, rosewater and orange essence – all the staples they would need to cook up treats for the evening feast. Preparing food during a fast was a particular kind of masochistic pleasure: the aromas of cooking in the day, imagining the flavours on the tongue, looking but not tasting, sharpening the hunger. Rather like watching all the pretty young women go by in their best clothes, Hamou thought.

He moved among the crowds, enjoying the festive air. Stall-owners handed dates and orange segments to children, gave free bunches of herbs to shoppers, and everyone laughed and exchanged pleasantries, and no one complained about being bumped by baskets or when the boys sent for more supplies bulldozed their laden trolleys through the narrow aisles shouting ‘Balak, balak!’ No one glared at his uniform or fell silent at his approach: he was just one more ant in the anthill, and for the first time in months he felt he was a part of this city, of his people, rather than a braani, an outsider looking in.

But his sense of well-being was not destined to last.

At around six o’clock on the eve of Ramadan, Hamou joined dozens of other men queueing to enter the hammam close to his home, each armed with towels and soap and long, rough knotted cloths for scrubbing the skin. The changing room was crammed, everyone bumping elbows and knees as they wrestled off djellabas and fought to find a space to stow their things on the long shelves above the wooden benches.

The first chamber – the hot room – was packed with bodies visible only as indistinct shapes in the steam, like a congregation of djinns. It was impossible to find a spot in which to sit down, so Hamou got his buckets of water and passed into the second chamber. Having no wife, he did not feel the same pressing need to steam from his person the traces of sexual congress (if only), to scour body and soul clean of bodily intimacy, to purify himself for the fast. But the second chamber was equally rammed, and the noise was overwhelming as shouts for more hot water, for soap, for back-scrubbing, mingled with shouted greetings and general merriment. Usually, Hamou preferred quiet time in the hammam, during hours when there were few other customers, when he could laze at his leisure on the hot floor after work, feeling the warmth seep into every pore of his skin, feeling the tensions of the week drip out of him along with the scurf and suds down the central drain. But there was something about this noisy, near-naked experience of men together that reminded him of being swept along in the crowds at the Stade Philip, watching football. He could lose his individuality and personal frustrations in the shared fervour and excitement of the throng, his lonely, singular Hamou-ness submerged in the tide of humanity, so that he would leave feeling at once buoyed up and reinvigorated.

The hammam reduced you to your essential being. Dressed only in your undershorts, you became no more than a bag of skin and bones, nerves and blood, an animal at the waterhole. Beggars and property kings, grocers and governors, sinners and saints: it made no difference here, where all the money or power in the world could not buy you an extra centimetre of space. The anonymity was a welcome escape.

A man passed Hamou his exfoliating net and turned his back to him, and Hamou enthusiastically scrubbed away, making the man’s skin glow pink, then turned to receive the same treatment, and found himself suddenly nose to nose with Ahmed Choukri, his cousin’s nationalist friend.

Hamou started to greet the man from Salé, but Ahmed thrust his face at him. ‘My brother Abdelkrim was taken by the police last night!’ he roared, punctuating his words with a straight finger jabbed so hard into Hamou’s chest that it left livid marks. ‘He’s in a cell at the commissariat and they won’t let us see him. He’s probably dead by now.’

Hamou tried to push him away, but the press of bodies was too thick. ‘It’s nothing to do with me!’

Ahmed turned to address those around him. ‘This fucker works for the Sûreté: he’s a chkam.’

Hamou protested, but his words were drowned out as others joined Ahmed in their recriminations.

‘Traitor!’

‘Working for the bastard French!’

‘They’ll kill us all!’

The man who had been scrubbing his back slung the netting around Hamou’s throat and held him choked.

‘Turncoat!’

‘Informer!’

The knotted rag tightened and Hamou clawed at it desperately.

Just as black stars dotted his vision, there was a surge of movement, and someone shouldered Ahmed aside. ‘Leave him alone! He’s a decent man, not a snitch.’

It was Didi, the beggar from the corner of his street, who shoved away the man who was garrotting him, and with him was his neighbour, the carpenter Rachid Chadli. ‘Leave him be! Call yourself Muslims? You should be ashamed, on the eve of Ramadan, harassing this man.’

Those who had been threatening now looked away, then backed off, returning to their ablutions. The beggar and the carpenter accompanied Hamou back to the changing room, leaving a ripple of discontent and confusion in their wake. Outside on the street, where it was barely any cooler than inside the bathhouse, Hamou leaned up against the wall, getting his bearings.

‘Are you all right?’ The carpenter was solicitous.

Hamou nodded. ‘A bit shocked, is all.’

‘I’m not surprised. Tempers are running high.’ Chadli sighed.

‘I didn’t know about Ahmed’s brother.’

Didi laughed. ‘Where have you been, under a stone? The specials did a sweep. There were Citröens everywhere, like locusts.’

It was a bit much, having a beggar ribbing him about his ignorance. ‘I had a day off,’ he said defensively. He’d spent the day with his aunt Jamila, helping her carry purchases from the market in the Maarif, including a new mattress to accommodate family who were coming in from the bled.

‘They arrested over a dozen last night. Members of the Black Hand.’

Hamou had heard about the Black Hand. They had sprung up out of the shantytowns during the past year, taking more direct action than the official independence party. They had a lot of grass roots support: people were becoming impatient, convinced that the Istiqlal were making deals with the French. It was rumoured that there were more extreme splinter groups too, for whom even the Black Hand were not sufficiently direct.

The carpenter looked uncomfortable. ‘Best not to talk about such things out on the open street,’ he said. ‘Let’s go back to the house.’

‘I was going to go to the mosque…’ Hamou started.

‘I’m sure we all were, but maybe it’s best to make our prayers at home tonight.’

They made their way back along the Rue Géricault. At the junction, Didi took his usual place on the corner, but Rachid Chadli caught him by his good arm. ‘Not tonight, Didi. Tonight, you share our family couscous.’



‘Habibi, I have brought company!’ the carpenter called from the door, as Hamou and Didi removed their footwear and laid them by the wall. There was a brief, murmured conversation within and then Rachid Chadli returned to usher them into the guest salon.

Didi gazed around at the unaccustomed splendour of his surroundings as if committing every detail to memory, at the green-brocade cushions lining three sides of the room, the tribal rug and the low, round wooden table set in the middle of it, the framed portrait of the sultan on the wall, and sighed. ‘This is a palace, my friend,’ he declared, offering the carpenter his wide, white smile.

‘May God continue to be kind to us,’ said Rachid Chadli. ‘Inshallah.’

Hamou was reminded sharply of his mother’s salon, identical in all but hue, except for the books on a shelf, and the radiogram he had taken with him on the bus on his last visit. He had shown her how to work it and found a station that played traditional music as well as the interminable news bulletins. She had been enchanted, but he knew that unless he was there she would never turn it on, as if to do so would wear out its newness. Like the salon, it was kept for best, used only for the most important visitors.

The carpenter moved the table to one side so that they had room to kneel, and they made their prayers, overly conscious of each other’s presence. After they had finished, he moved the table back into place and they sat down around it, cross-legged, as Samira Chadli bustled in with a bowl, a copper kettle full of hot water and an embroidered towel. They all washed their hands. Hamou saw her glance rest for a moment on the beggar’s withered arm, then flick away.

Didi sniffed his skin. ‘Roses,’ he said with wonder.

The carpenter’s wife smiled. ‘Yes, roses. From the market.’

Didi watched her depart, and he blinked rapidly, then rubbed his good hand across his eyes, and Hamou realised he was overwhelmed to be treated as a valued guest.

‘The meal smells wonderful,’ Hamou said politely, and then quickly, as if this might be construed as reopening her invitation to supply him with constant streams of food, added, ‘A special treat.’

‘You are always welcome to share our food, Hamou Badi. As you know, we regard you as one of the family.’

Hamou sighed inwardly and his chest tightened as if he found himself in the coils of a constricting snake. On cue, in came Zina, bearing an enormous platter heaped with couscous. When she set it down and the fragrant steam cleared, Didi craned his neck, taking in the intricate patterning of the orange pumpkin and carrot, the slices of courgette and aubergine laid in vertical stripes down the yellow pyramid, the caramelised onion and tiny turnips and garlic and chickpeas, the golden globules of fat gilding the rich red sauce; but all Hamou could look at was Zina, in her lovely robe of turquoise cotton, her heart-shaped face framed by a white headscarf tied with the fringes hanging to either side, her sparkling eyes accentuated with kohl; but she kept her gaze averted until she had placed the dish on the table and straightened up. Then she stared at him, gave a single unsmiling nod of acknowledgement, turned and left.

He could not read that gesture. Was it friendly or unfriendly? Maybe a little hostile? They had had so little recent contact that he could not tell, and he had no experience with women within the domestic sphere. Perhaps she resented his invasion into their private dinner or was aware of her mother’s manoeuvrings and was embarrassed by them; perhaps it was a concession of fellow feeling; perhaps something else entirely. The connection felt unnerving, intense, and an uncomfortable and not very godly jolt of heat shot through him even as the carpenter gave thanks for the food, and they all said, ‘Bismillah.’

Didi looked down at his withered arm, then up at his hostess. ‘Forgive me, lalla, God has not granted me the use of my right hand and I do not wish to dishonour your kindness.’

She leaned across and patted his shoulder. ‘My son, he gave you a hand that is both left and right for you. Now eat.’ Then she followed Zina to take her repast in the kitchen.

After mint tea and little almond cakes that melted like nectar on the tongue, the men sat back, replete. Already, the altercation in the hammam was beginning to feel to Hamou like a bad dream, slipping out of focus, the edges tattering away.

‘I do not like to boast, but my daughter is a superb cook,’ the carpenter said, patting his stomach; and Hamou realised that all this time it had been food made by Zina’s skilful hands that he had been eating. Perhaps that explained the effect she had on him.

‘She is a goddess,’ said Didi. ‘That was the best meal I ever ate, and that is neither compliment nor lie.’

When it was time to leave, Hamou got to his feet and thanked Rachid for his hospitality and he and Didi made their way to the door. While they were retrieving their shoes, Samira Chadli glided into view, silent and nimble despite her bulk.

‘Ramadan mubarak, Hamou,’ she said. ‘You will, I hope, join us regularly for iftar throughout the holy month. It will be our honour, and a great pleasure, especially for Zina.’

Oh no. Hamou could hear his mother’s voice in his head, but still his blood thumped and he felt colour rise up his neck. He touched his hand to his heart and bowed his head deferentially. ‘It is very kind of you, but my work shifts during Ramadan tend to be unpredictable and I would not want to hold up the breaking of your fast.’ He hesitated, then added, ‘But I’m sure Didi here—’

The door was closed before he could even finish the sentence. Hamou and Didi exchanged glances and the beggar laughed loudly. ‘Oh my man,’ he managed at last. ‘You are in big trouble.’

Hamou knew it.




5

A Letter from Tiziane


Alhamdulillah. Inshallah that my letter reaches the safety of your hands.

Azul, my son.

I send you our blessings. All is well with me and the girls, with Mimi the cat, also with our goats and sheep, but I regret to say that a jackal took my favourite chicken, Timimt, leaving nothing but feathers behind. This is a sad loss for me, and Izum the cockerel is miserable and will not come out of the coop or go about his business. I looked him over, but he appears unharmed other than for the droop of his wattle. I think Izum is ashamed that he was unable to protect her, and even some scrambled egg with Taba Tôt’s cream has not revived him. I worry that we shall be forced to eat him, which would be a pity, for he has been a good fellow.

Thank you for your kind and thoughtful gifts. Your sisters were excited to receive so much chocolate and would have eaten it all at once had I not managed to confiscate it. I reminded them of your uncle Omar’s problems with his teeth, and the next day I invited him for tea to show us where the dentist had just removed two of them – this was not the French dentist in the town, mind you, but our new travelling dentist whom they call Moussa Toothman. He sets up his tent in the weekly souk and works with pliers. Omar told them how his cries frightened the donkeys so they broke their pickets and stampeded down the valley road, although I am not sure how true this is. You know your uncle’s stories. Mimouna was so shocked that she declared she would eat chocolate no more. So, I beg you, my son, not to send chocolate again, unless it is for your poor old mother.

All is well in the village, though there is word that Sidi Abdesalam’s beautiful voice is losing its power, so the calls to prayer are less forceful than they might be, but we are managing as best we can, for we are very fond of our muezzin.

The news of the week is that the Bensaleh girl is marrying the teacher’s son. I wish you had let me speak for you to her parents. She is a fine, strapping girl and will give him many children. We must talk about this the next time you visit Tiziane. A woman needs grandchildren, and I am not getting any younger, you know.

And do not fall for the wiles of those city women. I am sure they are very smart with their French perfumes and lipsticks but remember that they are no better than djinns disguised as women! I have not raised you all these years, kept you safe from fortune-hunters and charlatans, for you to throw yourself away on one of these painted tadgalin. (I apologised for my choice of words to Sidi Malik, who is writing this letter for me, but, my son, I cannot state this strongly enough.)

To ensure that you are safe, I am sending you, along with a new pair of babouches made specially for you by Mouloud the shoemaker (using your old ones as a pattern), your grandfather’s amulet. I have had it repaired and cleaned and the fkih, Sidi Daoud, has filled it with baraka: a mixture of kbrit, alum crystals and harmala seeds. Wearing this will, I promise you, keep you safe from those who would do you harm. The sulphur will speak to the djinns, the alum to the angels, and the rue will protect from the evil eye. I know you will say that you do not believe in such nonsense and that you cannot wear such a thing under your uniform, but I am your mother and closer to you than your own skin. You are particularly at risk during the holy month, which is why I handed this package to Mehdi, the only bus driver I trust, to deliver direct to you.

Peace be upon you, my son. Write to your poor old mother again soon, and remember her and your sisters, and also, if you can, the cockerel, in your Ramadan prayers.

Your loving mother.



This was signed with a dark, inky thumbprint: his mother always insisted on doing this, rather than have the public letter writer sign her name for her, so that Hamou would know the letter was genuine. Every time he saw the thumbprint he smiled – at her ferocity, at her paranoia, at the fact that she had touched this piece of paper with her own hands.

He read it again, frowning at the mention of his mother’s wish to matchmake, glad that Lina Bensaleh was off the market. Then he unwrapped the babouches. They were huge. Shucking off his old slippers, he slid his feet into them, and laughed out loud. Far, far too big for him now. When he had first left Tiziane, he had spent so much of his youth running around barefoot that he had grown a false sole as thick as the thickest shoe leather, that spread beyond the normal contours of his feet, and had been unable to squeeze them into regulation police boots. Now that false sole had vanished, leaving his feet bony and neat. Even if he stuffed newspaper into them, the acid yellow babouches would still be too big. He might match them for size against Rachid Chadli’s shoes left outside the family’s door and offer them to the carpenter instead. Or maybe that would be insulting, suggesting that he had noticed that Rachid’s footwear needed replacing. He would give them to Didi instead.

He peeled back the piece of cotton that enfolded the other package to reveal a heavy square of silver, hinged at the bottom and with a little clasp at the top, suspended from a thong of twisted leather. Markings had been engraved all over the amulet’s outward surface – sharp little arrows and triangles designed to put out the evil eye. He remembered how as a baby he had been fascinated by it when his grandfather had leaned down to him, the light making the silver sparkle; how he’d tried to grab it and been reprimanded, because it was valuable and old, a family heirloom.

Hamou closed his fingers over the amulet and felt tears prick his eyes. He missed the old man. He missed his mother. He missed his dead father. He missed his sisters. He missed the animals. He missed Tiziane. But there was no way he was going to wear this thing. He lived in Casablanca, the shining white city of the future, not a remote mountain village with both feet in the past. He wrapped it back up in the scrap of fabric and put it carefully away in a drawer.


e9781668017524/fonts/Cormorant-Bold.ttf


e9781668017524/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781668017524/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668017524/fonts/Cormorant-Regular.ttf


e9781668017524/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668017524/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1: Tiziane: Anti-Atlas Mountains of Morocco: June 1939


		Chapter 2: Casablanca, Morocco: April 1955


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6: May 1955


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12: November 1952


		Chapter 13: May 1955


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Author Note


		Glossary


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Glossary


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394








e9781668017524/fonts/Cormorant-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781668017524/images/9781668017524.jpg
“A hugely enjoyable and unusual historical novel.”
RACHEL HORE, author of The Love Child






e9781668017524/images/title.jpg
The
Black

Crescent

JANE
JOHNSON

Published by Simon & Schuster
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





e9781668017524/fonts/Cormorant-Italic.ttf


e9781668017524/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


